This article investigates the use of the 'word' 'Oh' in a variety of different performance idioms. Despite its lack of 'meaning', the sound is used in both conversation and poetic discourse, and I discuss how it operates communicatively and expressively through contextual resonances, aesthetic manipulation and rhetorical signification. The article first considers the aesthetically modernist work of Cathy Berberian in Bussotti's La Passion Selon Sade: then it considers the rhetorically inflected use of 'Oh' to construct social resonance in popular song; finally, it discusses two important uses of the sound 'Oh' which bookend the Broadway musical Oklahoma!, serving to consolidate the allegorical and musico-dramatic narrative of the show.
nebulous which nevertheless bears communicative energy. For others, the term 'textsound': characterizes language whose principal means of coherence is sound rather than syntax or semantics-where the sounds made by comprehensible words create their own coherence apart from denotative meanings. (Kostelanetz 1977: 61) Sound Poets such as Steven McCaffery consider the sound of a word to offer 'a more basic connection between an object and its sign [than symbolic meaning], a connection predicated upon the efficacy of the sonic as a direct, unmediated vector' (McCaffery 1978) . Insofar as the sonic vector might be determined 'musical', this reminds us of similar distinctions that have been drawn between words and music: 'an unmediated, authentic, primitive language that could "say" all that words could not' (Smart 2004: 15) .
This interest in the sound of language-seeing beyond (or rather hearing beyond) its privileged symbolic signification to explore the resonances of its materiality 2 -enables an encounter with language that is to some extent de-symbolized, but which on the other hand reveals aspects of the sonic utterance that are inculcated in a communicative act: uses of tone, timbre, rhetoric, prosody, style, rhythm etc. that trade on shared, if not lexically defined, codes. On the other hand, these other elements of the sound figure, whilst redundant in the conventional understanding of what the 'symbolic' relationship is, and whilst themselves being sometimes iconic, play vital 2 Edward Sapir urges us to read poetry 'with the ear, never with the eye' (Sapir 1949: 501) .
'recognition that everything in the speech sound plays some linguistic role' (Jakobson & Waugh 2002: 2) recognizes multiple symbolic and associative (i.e. expressly not arbitrary) connotations in the speech figure, and indicates that meaning-making is generated not exclusively through the structurally encoded articulations of formal linguistics. To Julia Kristeva, one fault of formal linguistics is that it has a blind spot to anything other than 'epistemological purity' (Kristeva 1986: 26) , whereas so-called spontaneous discourse is often 'motivated' (Kristeva 1986: 91) : deliberately coloured by rhetoric, style, or hint. The manipulation of these expressive factors, readily habituated into standard practice, becomes assimilated into poetic discourse, and it is this-the use of the sound shape of language to signify in the poetic discourse of song-that I would like to discuss in relation to the sound (sounds? word?) 'Oh'.
Jakobson & Waugh introduce us to poetic discourse as 'the most important locus of linguistic creativity' (Jakobson & Waugh 2002: 5) , drawing particular attention to 'the direct interplay of sound and meaning […] in poetry' (Jakobson & Waugh 2002: 4) . Not only are they referring to the poetic use of language-mechanisms such as onomatopoeia and alliteration that self-consciously play with the materiality of sound, and which elsewhere have caused critics to refer to the 'wild joy in the sheer sound of words' (Sapir 1949: 501) 6 -but they are also referring to the structural controls of rhythm and rhyme that impose an 'ad hoc […] organization of the verbal sound matter' (Jakobson & Waugh 2002: 219) . In short, the exigencies of poetic discourse at once deliberately construct sound into patterns and mediate the communicative spontaneity of conventional language. Jakobson & Waugh discuss certain forms of poetic discourse, referring to Saussure's Poetique Phonisante and an extended analysis of a poem by e. e.
6 Edward Sapir's comment is from his review of a Gerard Manley Hopkins anthology from 1921.
cummings, but their otherwise exhaustive consideration of 'sound shape', perhaps surprisingly, does not extend to a consideration of poetic discourse in performance, with its own influencing factors.
That sound affects 'meaning' in performance was evidenced even by Stanislavski in experimental exercises with opera singers (Magarshack 1986: 391) and in a production of the French play Lili, which was performed in Russian but which used the cadences of French speech, to unintelligible effect (Magarshack 1986: 45 Is there another language, just as exacting for the author, as a language of words? Is there a language of actions, a language of sounds-a language of word-as-part-of-movement, of word-as-lie, word-as-parody, of word-asrubbish, of word-as-contradiction, of word-shock or word-cry? (Brook 1996: 49) This article offers a study into the sound of language, focussed on the 'word'
'Oh' and seeking to find the sense of this word not in a semantic definition, but in an understanding of the many ways in which the sound can be caused to 'mean'. That I have assumed an engagement with music is no coincidence, for a discussion of words as sounds naturally finds sense in qualities of speech like pitch, stress and tonality. That I have assumed an engagement with performance introduces social and environmental levels of articulation, in which the speaker (constructed to varying degrees) contextualises his/her utterance within various contexts (constructed to varying degrees). I have chosen the word 'Oh' because it seems to be a non-sense (non-lexical) word and is therefore particularly resonant for the purpose of exploring extra-linguistic signification.
The article will first consider the nature of 'Oh' in terms of linguistics and phonetics; this will lead to a discussion of the perhaps more implicit rhetorical use of vocal sound where 'Oh' serves as an informal, though fundamental, performative signifier in popular performance. Finally, I will consider the allegorical and musicodramatic use of 'Oh' in the musical Oklahoma!.
'Oh'
'Oh' might best be considered a phoneme, 'a family of sounds' (Jones in Fudge 1973: 27) ; 'a normal sound of the language together with all its incidental variants' (Fudge 1973: 24) . There are approximately 40 phonemes in the standard English language This judgment has considerable significance for our study, because it suggests that, despite their lack of semantic or symbolic signification, non-lexical conversational sounds such as 'Oh' carry intrinsic meaning subconsciously invested at a pre-articulate level and 'largely predictable from the sounds' (Ward 2006: 34) .
This should not surprise us, since it supports Kristeva's understanding of how the semiotic informs the symbolic. Briefly, she claims that the formal construct of language (the phenotext) is forever targeted by pre-rational and instinctive 'drives' (the genotext) which disrupt the formality but generate meaning beyond pure semantics (Kristeva 1986 ). Elsewhere, research into the brain has suggested that the two hemispheres supervise very different aspects of language (distinctive features and significative features); the suggestion is that formalized and symbolic encodings take place in the left hemisphere while physiognomic and emotive colouring is provided by the right (see Jakobson & Waugh 2002: 263-4) . In terms of our discussion, the precise role of sound in the communication of meaning is therefore seen to be linked to 10 © Dominic Symonds, 2008 tensions between the symbolic and the semiotic, and between the left and right hemispheres of the brain; such tensions become particularly resonant in the case of nonlexical conversation sounds such as 'Oh' whose hermeneutic meaning is somewhat indeterminate but which are nevertheless used as words (discourse markers) within the constructions of language.
The ramifications of this for poetic discourse-and particularly song-are interesting, given the fact that poetic discourse is more acutely structured and preconceived than conversational discourse. Kristeva suggests that poetic language makes use of the semiotic through the poet's capacity to access-however subconsciously-the 'semiotic disposition': the various deviations from the grammatical rules of the language [such as] articulatory effects which shift the phonemative system back towards its articulatory, phonetic base and consequently towards the drive-governed bases of sound-production. (Kristeva 1986: 28) Roland Barthes has famously adapted Kristeva's theories to discuss song, 11 and again, in the example he uses, the encounter of the symbolic with the semiotic is subconscious. Nevertheless, given the fact that stylized physiognomic and emotive colouring forms a part of the preconceived structure of poetic discourse, particularly in performance (in the intonation of a melody, for example), we might hypothesize that poetic discourse consciously uses and indeed iconizes certain features of conventional 11 In 'The Grain of the Voice', Barthes 1977. For a more thorough discussion of this see Symonds 2007. 11 © Dominic Symonds, 2008 discourse that are otherwise encountered as instinctive or subconscious (motivations, semiotic urges). In this respect, the assimilation of semiotic patterns into symbolic behaviour and the transference of encoding functions from right to left hemisphere are a fundamental part of the poetic utterance, and play a not insignificant role in the communicative-expressive act.
I would like now to consider how the various significative features of sound are built into the constructed material of song, both by performers and writers. In the performative space of popular music these elements are brought into signifying practice in order to establish the social identity of the performer-character; in the performance script of musical theatre these elements are stylistically appropriated in order to dramatize specific characters within their diegetic environment. The use of 'Oh' in both songs is significant, and deliberately emphasized: both Fordin (1995: 188) and Hyland (1998: 140) indicate that Hammerstein spent considerable time 'fussing' over whether to use the word 'Oh' in the lyric of the opening number; whilst the dramatically elongated use of the sound in the title number, extended over almost two-and-a-half bars, is clearly self-conscious 17 . In both examples the use of 'Oh' takes on the expressive exclamatory gesture of poetic discourse: 'Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin'', for example, is referred to as 'a tiny tone poem on dawn in
God's country' (Mordden 1999: 73) . It is a paean to the pastoral, which Tim Carter discusses in relation to music:
In the pastoral, simple countryfolk live a life of bliss and innocence supported by bountiful nature, at one with their lives and with the world. They sing as if music were a natural language. (Carter 2007: 188) Of course, 'Oh' is not the opening lyric in this song, which starts with a preliminary, unaccompanied verse. Nevertheless, it is set up in the music as the significant moment at which the song begins in earnest: previous instrumental material, reminiscent of bird-17 I am indebted to an anonymous peer reviewer of this article for drawing my attention to another striking use of 'Oh', in Mark Blitzstein's The Cradle Will Rock (1937) . Larry Foreman, the union organizer, is summoned to speak out in the musical number 'Leaflets' (also known as 'Which of You Guys') and this use of 'Oh', the only pitched tone following an otherwise highly rhythmic but unpitched Sprechstimme, is sustained for several seconds, making it particularly significant to the musico-dramatic context of the number. 17 © Dominic Symonds, 2008 song, has left a dominant bell-tone hanging in the air for sixteen bars; our expectation of a resolution to the tonic is heightened once the orchestra enters in the twelfth bar.
At the end of the show 'Oklahoma' builds up its exclamation of 'Oh' in a similar way: a simplistic preliminary verse culminates in repeated Ds in the melodythe suggestion of the dominant, anticipating a resolution to G. Immediate resolution is confounded by a sudden key change to D flat, but while this magnifies the tension, it also heralds imminent resolution in its quickened pace, its four-bar crescendo and its forceful scalar climb through two octaves to arrive at the sustained high tonic 'Oh'.
'Oh', as we have seen, is considered to express 'new information, such as new facts or new perspectives on prior information' (Fox Tree & Schrock 1999: 281), so it is surely not just coincidence that 'a major characteristic of Oklahoma! [is] its insistent theme of new beginnings and fresh starts […] seen in the exhilarating music of the title song' (Donovan 1974: 486) . This 'Oh' extends into seven bars in all, with the female chorus voices emulating wind sweepin' down the plain in a kitsch celebration of the new state being founded, the new couple at last uniting, and the new show drawing to its conclusion. And this 'sound' 'Oh' is enormously playful: immediately the volume dips to piano, and Curly enjoys its exclamatory vigour. This 'Oh' is the sound of 'roundness and perfection ' (Murray Schafer 1979: 9) , and we anticipate it to be the beginning of an exclamation of joy: 'Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin'', perhaps. When the sound is cut short at the beginning of the third bar with the crack of a /k/ and a complete crotchet break, our expectation is confounded, and the collaborators meta-theatrically mock us, establishing a connection between performer and audience (and between the writers and the audience): far from meaningless, though, this 'Oke' is the first syllable of 'Oklahoma'. When the joke is replayed, this time up a semitone and sung by the whole company, the audience is able to share it. impression of folklike simplicity' (Swain 2002: 94) . This is a characteristic of Rodgers' writing (Hyland 1998: 161) and in functioning to resolve preceding tensions with such a stable and comforting tonic (tensions in the music mirroring tensions in the land 18 ), the framing of the show in these two powerful 'Oh' sounds consolidates feelings of contentment, natural balance and community.
Hammerstein's use of language is celebrated for its 'rural patterns of American speech' (Mast 1987: 207) , and the word 'Oh', as I have reported, is a common discourse marker in vernacular American language. Critics recognize this in 'Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin'', speaking of the 'vernacular directness' of its lyrics (Nardin 1958: 24) , and the 'extemporaneous' suggestion of its music (Mast 1987: 207) . As Carter reports, this sense of the vernacular-and significantly the sense of the 'poetry and the rhythms of speech' (Carter 2007: 10) ; 'the beautiful rhythmic utterance' of the American language (ibid: 11)-is something that had interested Lynn Riggs, author of the source novel Green Grow the Lilacs. That this vernacular spontaneity adds to the idea of the individual and the pastoral is significant and sets up a counter to which the communal sung 'Oh' of 'Oklahoma' later responds: as Andrea Most asserts, 'the individualism of the line "Ev'rythin's goin' my way" becomes a communal celebration of "our way"' (Most 1998: 80) .
Nevertheless, as Steyn observes, the words of the lyrics alone do not carry the dramatic resonance that they do as song (Steyn 2000: 24) . It is neither the words nor music in isolation that contribute to the effect; together, they 'transform the simplistic plot into a near-magical myth' (Donovan 1974: 480) , and in this, Rodgers & Hammerstein's deft use of the semiotic framework (the signifying practice) of musical theatre 'found a way to do what poetic drama had always done-to make time stand still while the audience looks inside a character and is told explicitly, in imaginative language, what the character feels' (Nardin 1958: 24) . Specifically, the show dramatizes the land organization and 'civilization' of western territories into States and deliberately situates its characters within that social and environmental diegesis through a careful use of the musico-dramatic semiotic framework. While the politics merely The song ends with the whole company spelling out the letters of 'Oklahoma', relishing the formal (ordered, civilized) lexicographical pronunciation of each 19 Interestingly, this trajectory from the pastoral to the economic is reflected in anecdotal accounts of the show's development, particularly in Max Wilk's articulation of how 'Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin'' was conceived (Wilk 2002: 78-9 ) and 'Oklahoma' orchestrated (Wilk 2002: 200) . The initial seeds of inspiration are couched in terms of the pastoral and individual, while the final stages of production are seen in terms of the industrial and faceless production line.
20 See Kracauer's essay 'Girls und Krise' for further discussion of the chorus line as an aesthetic normalization of the industrial lifestyle (Wollen 1991: 59) . 21 © Dominic Symonds, 2008 individual utterance before concluding with a harmonized cadence on the full word. It is particularly interesting, though, that this 'ordered' end to the song is then answered with an informal, unpitched yelp: 'Yeow!' Are we to read this as a corruption of the sound of 'roundness and perfection ' (Murray Schafer 1986: 181) , a semiotic disruption of the now ordered society, an ongoing musico-dramatic manipulation of the strongly signifying phoneme 'Oh'? 21 The story of 'Oh' is a complex one, and this discussion could be extrapolated to other sounds-non-lexical or not-that are used in both conversational language and poetic language. The fact that 'Oh' is both a formally non-lexical sound free of symbolic meaning and an open vowel sound open to aesthetic and social rhetorical signification has made it a particularly potent tool for musical theatre. In many ways, we might consider the sound 'Oh' as both yet neither words and/nor music, and as both yet neither text and/nor performance. What is clear from all of these accounts is the fact that, despite the removal of certain (what are problematically in this context called) signifiers, our hermeneutic tendency is resilient and urges us towards decoding: as narrative (Lavy, Jakobson & Waugh) , as representation (Borroff's mimetic sound symbolism), as metaphor (Brecht), or as musico-dramatic allegory-organizing concepts that contextualise the object 'Oh' in order to rhetoricize its discrete ambiguity. 21 Finally, the show ends with a reprise of 'Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin''. Whilst this develops into a fairly standard musical theatre reprise, it starts-significantly-without the 'Oh', as if removing from the song its traces of both pastoral simplicity from the opening version and communitas from 'Oklahoma'. 22 © Dominic Symonds, 2008 
